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T R A V E L L I N G ACROSS KANSAS f r o m e a s t to west , one is 
a w a r e of a t rans i t ion f r o m the ta l l g r a s s P r a i r i e P l a i n s with 
wooded val leys to the f lat , t r e e l e s s , ar id High P l a i n s of 
w e s t e r n K a n s a s . Wal ter P r e s c o t t Webb in The G r e a t P l a i n s 
explains the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the plains environment and 
the f l o r a l and faunal c o m m u n i t i e s which have adapted to it ; 
man in his turn has a l s o had to contend with this e n v i r o n -
m e n t . 
According to Waldo R . Wedel in P r e h i s t o r i c Man on the 
Grea t P l a i n s , man had devised b a s i c s u b s i s t e n c e techniques 
that enabled him to survive and function in the c r e e k va l leys 
and around the water holes of the s h o r t - g r a s s plains long 
be fore the a r r i v a l of European s e t t l e r s . Uti l izat ion of the 
bison for making t o o l s , s h e l t e r and clothing allowed the 
P l a i n s Indians to s u r v i v e . T h e i r e a r t h - l o d g e s were a r e l -
a t ive ly e f f i c ient adaptation to the e x t r e m e s of P l a i n s weath-
e r . A sign language s y s t e m employing smoke s i g n a l s , 
m i r r o r r e f l e c t i o n s and bodily movement of h o r s e and r i d e r 
was e x t r e m e l y adaptable to the P l a i n s where one can l i t -
e r a l l y s e e for m i l e s in a l l d i r e c t i o n s . The P la ins Indians 
at tempted s o m e cont ro l of the environment by per iodic 
burning of the g r a s s l a n d , but accord ing to Wedel , the actual 
extent of this fac tor is s t i l l undetermined. 
The f i r s t E u r o p e a n s to t r a v e l through the a r e a e s t a b l i s h e d 
the myth of the G r e a t A m e r i c a n D e s e r t . Cas taneda , on 
Coronado ' s expedition into K a n s a s , s ta ted : 
The country is l ike a bowl, so that when a man s i t s 
down, the horizon surrounds him a l l around at the 
d is tance of a musket shot . T h e r e a r e no g r o v e s of 
t r e e s except at the r i v e r s . . . . They a r e of dead e a r t h . 
(Ed. and t r . by George P a r k e r Winship) 
Zebulon Montgomery P ike in his t r a v e l n a r r a t i v e s s ta ted : 
Our c i t i z e n s . . . wil l , through n e c e s s i t y , be c o n -
s t ra ined to l i m i t the i r extent on the west to the b o r -
d e r s of the M i s s o u r i and M i s s i s s i p p i , while they 
leave the p r a i r i e s incapable of cult ivation to the 
wandering and uncivi l ized abor ig ines of the country . 
(Ed . by E l l i o t t Coues) 
The f i r s t westward s e t t l e r s passed right over this " d e s e r t " 
to the F a r West which was m o r e a t t r a c t i v e to them as it 
bore g r e a t e r r e s e m b l a n c e to the land back e a s t . T h e s e 
t r a v e l l e r s a l s o wrote bleak d e s c r i p t i o n s of the region. 
Some s e t t l e m e n t , however , gradual ly spi l led out of the wood-
ed r i v e r va l leys onto the g r a s s l a n d . T h e s e s e t t l e r s , e i t h e r 
by acc ident or ingenuity, d i s c o v e r e d the uti l i ty of m a t e r i a l s 
around them. The thick p r a i r i e sod, although difficult to 
b r e a k with a plow, could be used to c o n s t r u c t houses and 
f e n c e s . In some regions stone instead of t i m b e r could be 
used. Someone l earned through the s c a r c i t y of wood that 
buffalo chips would burn. Gradual ly these people applied 
their e x p e r i e n c e s to making technologica l adaptat ions . The 
windmill used the e v e r - p r e s e n t wind to bring the water up 
f rom the dry ground; s o d - c u t t e r s , heavy plows and l i s t e r s 
were invented. 
In spite of m a n ' s a c h i e v e m e n t s on the P l a i n s , there were 
s t i l l des t ruc t ive e l e m e n t s in the envi ronment . T h e r e were 
o c c a s i o n a l l y y e a r s of drought, perhaps accompanied by 
g r a s s h o p p e r p lagues . In the wet y e a r s it often flooded. High 
winds and tornadoes tore down m a n ' s y e a r s of e f for t s in a 
few m i n u t e s . But an opt imism prevai led through all d i s a s -
t e r s . John H. V a n s i c k l e , a pioneer in Bourbon County, 
K a n s a s , during the drought of the e a r l y 1860 's wrote in a 
l e t t e r : 
This cuntry has had so many b a c k s e t s that people gits 
d i s c o u r a g e and that without a c a u s e . We had a fa i lure 
l a s t y e a r , but what of that . We have a h i s t o r y of this 
cuntry for 18 y e a r s and such drought has never hap-
pened b e f o r e . 
At p r e s e n t , man appears to be taking m o r e cont ro l over the 
plains envi ronment . L e s s o n s f rom the past 100 y e a r s have 
taught our cul ture to employ so i l c o n s e r v a t i o n methods , con-
s t r u c t flood contro l s y s t e m s , and build s t o r m s h e l t e r and 
tornado warning d e v i c e s . We a r e c o n c e r n e d about a i r pollu-
tion, des t ruc t ion of the ta l l g r a s s p r a i r i e and other changes 
we a r e making in the env i ronment . What will be the long-
range e f f e c t s ? David F . C o s t e l l o in The P r a i r i e World a s k s : 
Will the remaining port ions of the p r a i r i e d isappear if 
man can ach ieve the ful les t potential of the c o n t r i b u -
tion it can make to mankind? Will he be able to m e e t 
the c a p r i c e s of nature in the a r t i f i c i a l habitat he has 
es tab l i shed where once the ear th thundered with the 
pounding feet of count less bison and the sky rang with 
the c l a r i o n c a l l s of g e e s e and the whooping of the 
g r e a t c r a n e s ? Only t ime will t e l l . 
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